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The current study utilized an experimental design to investigate violations of global meanings, 
perceived stress, positive affect and negative affect in the context of meanings made from a 
stressful situation. Additionally, meanings made were investigated as a moderator of the 
relationship between those variables. A sample of 40 participants completed the experiment and 
the questionnaires. Half of the participants were randomly assigned to either the control group or 
the experimental group. Participants responded to a variety of measures including, perceived 
stress, positive and negative affect, positive cognitive emotional regulation strategies (meaning 
making attempts), meanings made, global meaning measures such as self-esteem and beliefs 
about control, and other demographic information. Participants in the experimental group 
underwent a virtual version of the Trier Social Stress Task to induce stress, while participants in 
the control group read a text. Results indicated that negative affect was increased after the 
stressful task compared to the end of the experiment and that positive affect after completing the 
stressful task decreased from positive affect measured when anticipating the task. The current 
study has important potential implications for completing the Trier Social Stress Task remotely, 
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Making Sense of Acute Stress: Psychological Adjustment in Meaning Making 
The human quest to find meaning from the adversity life can bring is a fundamental 
human motivation. Making meaning after adversity is a prevalent theme in psychology, 
philosophy, religion, and personal narratives. Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1889, p. 6) is 
recognized for the quote, “If we have our own why in life, we shall get along with almost any 
how.” The apostle Paul from the Bible made the bold claim that suffering produces endurance, 
character, and even hope (Romans 5:3-5, New International Version). Holocaust survivor Viktor 
Frankl (1985) wrote a book about his journey to find meaning during the dehumanizing 
experience of being a prisoner in a concentration camp during the Holocaust. It has been a long 
discussion of trying to understand suffering. 
Making meaning after adversity is the process of trying to comprehend or make sense of 
a stressful event (Park, 2013). When an event defies our expectations about our world, we often 
try to make sense of or comprehend the event (Park, 2010). Making meaning from a stressful 
event has been thought of as a common approach in coping with stress (Park, & Folkman, 1997). 
While a stressful event can produce psychological distress, it can also provide the opportunity for 
personal growth through a search for meaning from aftermath of the stressful event (Tedeschi & 
Riffle, 2016). Searching for meaning is often related to positive adjustment (e.g., Affleck et al. 
1985; Davis et al., 1998; Sears et al., 2003; Silver et al., 1983; Taylor, 1983), although this is not 
a guaranteed outcome and the search for meaning is also often related to negative adjustment 
(e.g., Bonanno et al., 2005; Clark et al., 1991; Dollinger, 1986; Downey et al., 1990; Park, 2010; 
Roberts et al., 2006). Given the salience of making meaning out of stress, it is essential to 
examine the psychological processes involved, and whether the final, personal meaning will lead 
to positive adjustment from a stressful situation. 




The Meaning Making Model 
The meaning-making model described by Park (2010) postulates that people possess 
general orienting systems that rely on cognitive frameworks that help them interpret their 
experiences (See figure 1). This orienting system is known as one's global meaning.  When a 
person is presented with a situation that has the potential to threaten one’s global meaning, the 
event is appraised, and the individual assigns the event meaning. The proportion of discrepancy 
between the appraised event’s meaning and one’s global meaning is proportional to the amount 
of distress one experiences. In theory, the distress experienced from this discrepancy should lead 
to one trying to make meaning. These meaning making attempts can lead to a product of 
meaning made which should lead to better adjustment. 
Global meaning includes beliefs about order, having a sense of purpose, and maintaining 
future goals (Park, & Folkman, 1997). Every experience one encounters is shaped by this value 
structure including individual’s thoughts and behaviors. Not only are one’s present actions 
influenced by their global meaning system, but how they interpret their past, and their 
expectations of the future are also interpreted through this framework. This worldview has been 
developing since infancy and continues to be shaped by an individual’s personal experiences 
(Janoff-Bullman, 2010). 
 Global beliefs, one part of our global meaning systems, can be fundamental assumptions 
about the world, the self, and the self in the world such as broad views regarding justice, control, 
predictability, coherence, and an individual's self-views (Park, 2010). These global beliefs 
provide a sense of order and comprehensibility about our world (Park, 2016). One example of a 
global belief is the perception of control in one’s life. Often times, individuals have a biased 
Making Sense of Stress                                                                                                                  3 
 
 
illusion of control believing they can control chance events (Langer, 1975; Taylor & Brown, 
1988). For example, someone could believe that they can control being let go from their job by 
working hard and performing well. Unfortunately, a person can lose their job even if they work 
hard because of events outside of their control such as a bad economy.  
Global goals, the second piece of one’s global meaning, are desired outcomes and can 
include aspirations, values and strivings (Park, 2010). Not only are global goals things we wish 
to achieve, but processes we are currently accomplishing that we wish to maintain. For example, 
one global goal one might wish to attain is to have a career in a chosen field. One example of 
preserving a global goal would be maintaining a relationship that one already has. Other global 
goals include physical self-preservation and social self-preservation (Dickerson & Kemeny, 
2004). Social self-preservation theory posits that maintaining a positive social self is a central 
human goal (Gruenewald et al., 2004). This includes one's self-esteem or social status. These 
global goals provide a sense of purpose in our life (Park, 2016).  
The third part of global meaning is having a sense of subjective meaning or purpose in 
one’s life (Park, 2010). This part of global meaning is broadly defined as “feeling” meaningful 
and feeling like one has purpose in their life.  The combination of working towards one’s global 
goals in a way that is consistent with their global beliefs makes up this subjective sense of 
meaning one can feel (Park, 2016).  
Situational meaning is the meaning given to a particular environmental encounter (Park, 
2010). When a potentially stressful situation occurs, the event’s meaning is appraised. An 
individual implicitly determines whether the event poses a threat including if it will cause harm 
or loss, or if it presents a challenge, which has a more positive connotation. Whether the implicit 
meaning is determined to be a threat or a challenge, the individual will then examine their 
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resources. The appraised situational meaning of the stressor is compared to one’s global meaning 
system. If the situational meaning is perceived as discrepant from one’s global meaning, then 
distress arises. An example of this discrepancy could be when a situation arises that one does not 
have as much control of as they thought they would. If someone has the global belief that they 
can control outcomes by working hard, but they appraise a current situation as uncontrollable 
even though they are working hard, the situational meaning is discrepant from their global 
meaning.  
Attempting to make meaning refers to the process people engage in to reduce the 
discrepancy between the situational meaning and one’s global meaning (Park, 2010). This 
process involves one trying to make sense out of the event. Meaning making that involves 
changing situational appraised meaning to be more consistent with existing global meaning has 
been termed assimilation, and that which involves changing global beliefs or goals has been 
termed accommodation (Joseph & Linley, 2005; Parkes, 2001). This process can be either an 
automatic or a deliberate processing. Examples of automatic processing are intrusive thoughts 
about the event, avoiding reminders of the event, unintentionally shifting one’s goals, and other 
processes that occur that are not deliberate. Examples of deliberate processing include positive 
reappraisal of the event, downward comparisons with those who are worse off, searching for an 
acceptable reason of why the event occurred, and looking for benefits. These processes are 
known as meaning making attempts. These processes may or may not resolve the discrepancy 
between one’s global meaning and the appraised meaning of the event. If it does not, then no 
new meaning is made, and they simply ruminate about the event.  
 Meanings made are the products of meaning making attempts (Park, 2010). Meanings 
made occur when the discrepancy between one’s global meaning and the appraised meaning of 
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the event is reduced. This final product of making meaning should reduce distress symptoms. 
Meanings made can include making sense out of the event, accepting the event, reattributing the 
event, perceptions of growth or positive change from the event (posttraumatic growth), a 
changed identity from the event, reappraising the meaning of the stressor, changing global goals, 
and/or a changed sense of meaning or purpose in life. Continuing with the example of control, 
one can make meaning out of an uncontrollable situation by changing their global beliefs about 
control by accepting that there are things outside of one’s control.   
 Sometimes meanings made can be negative (Park, 2010). For example, after a car 
accident one could use accommodation by changing former global beliefs to be: “The world is 
not safe.” Or one could change the situational meaning of the event to think: “I am to blame” 
(even if one is not to blame). According to the meaning making model these shifts in beliefs are 
products of meaning made even though the valence is negative. It is inconclusive if these 
negative meanings lead to worse adjustment or not.  
Violating Global Meaning 
The meaning making model posits that distress occurs when situational meaning is 
discrepant from one’s global meaning (Park, 2010). However, little testing has been done on the 
meaning making model itself and to the author’s knowledge no research has actually tested 
whether a stressor actually violates one’s global meaning system. Instead, researchers have 
examined current global beliefs and have tried to retrospectively assess what those beliefs may 
have been pre-trauma (Epstein, 1991; Foa et al 1991). An acute laboratory psychological stressor 
that violates global goals such as maintaining the social self and also violating global beliefs 
about control would enable researchers to see if stressors can actually violate one’s global 
meaning and to explore the process of making meaning from the discrepancy.  
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It is likely that if these laboratory stressors actually violate one’s global meaning system, 
it would lead to a reaction of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis (HPA axis). The 
HPA axis is the central stress response system and when activated it releases stress hormones 
such as cortisol (Stephens & Wand, 2012). Psychological stressors such as the Trier Social Stress 
Task (TSST) activate the HPA axis stress response (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004). In addition to 
the physiological stress response, the TSST also triggers a psychological stress response (Finan 
et al., 2011). Mood is also affected by the TSST in that negative affect increases and positive 
affect decreases (Boesch et al., 2014). Distress symptoms often increase, but women report more 
distress and negative affect than men in the TSST (Fehm-Wolfsdorf et al., 1999). 
The TSST is a laboratory task that induces social evaluative threat. The TSST has 
different variations, but the procedure generally involves participants preparing for a 5-minute 
speech that is often framed as a pitch for a job interview. The paper the participants use to take 
notes on and to prepare for the speech is taken away unexpectedly, and the participants are asked 
to begin giving their 5-minute speech or interview pitch to a panel of evaluators. The participant 
stands in front of a microphone, a video camera, and a panel of evaluators who are sitting at a 
desk. The evaluators remain neutral or can make negative facial features the whole time and do 
not comment during the speech. The evaluators will occasionally take notes during the speech. If 
the participant stops talking within 5 minutes, they are asked to continue. Lastly the participant is 
asked to complete a mental math task such as subtracting 13 from 2,043 for 5 minutes out loud. 
If the participant makes a mistake they are asked to start over until the time runs out.   
The reason why the TSST is so stressful for people is because it threatens central goals of 
social self-preservation by using social evaluation and uncontrollability (Dickerson & Kemeny, 
2004). Threats to self-esteem, self-value, or social status threaten the social self. The TSST 
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threatens one’s social self by evaluators giving negative or no feedback while the participant is 
giving their best effort in a speech. The participant might experience decreases in self-esteem 
and may feel socially rejected. Uncontrollability heightens the stress response because it hinders 
one from attaining the goal of preserving the social self. The TSST also decreases controllability 
because no matter how well the participant tries to do in the interview speech, the negative 
feedback or no feedback is received and because their notes to prepare for the speech are taken 
away. The participant can do nothing to change the situation which amplifies the threat to their 
social self-preservation goal. When the social self is threatened and the way to attain the goal is 
impeded, it activates the HPA axis stress response.  
Meaning Making and Adjustment 
Searching for meaning is often related to positive adjustment (e.g., Affleck et al. 1985; 
Davis et al., 1998; Sears et al., 2003; Silver et al., 1983; Taylor, 1983), although this is not a 
guaranteed outcome and the search for meaning is also often related to negative adjustment (e.g., 
Bonanno et al., 2005; Clark et al., 1991; Dollinger, 1986; Downey et al., 1990; Park, 2010; 
Roberts et al., 2006). Studies that examine meaning making attempts and meaning made often 
show that meaning making attempts produce distress, but the meaning making product is related 
with reduced distress (Park, 2010). Searching for meaning is a sign that there is still a 
discrepancy between one’s global meaning and situational meaning. When one’s situational 
meaning is discrepant with one’s global meaning, the discrepancy has been shown to create 
psychological distress symptoms (Plaks et al., 2005). The motive to reduce this discrepancy and 
the resulting negative adjustment are driven by meaning making attempts (Park, 2010). 
Therefore, the discrepancy drives distress even if the search for meaning is occurring. When a 
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final product of meaning is made, the discrepancy is reduced and there is successful adjustment 
and decreased distress. 
Theorists argue that successful adjustment can only occur from a product (meaning 
made) and not just the process (Park & Folkman, 1997; Segerstrom et al., 2003). Until a meaning 
making attempt results in a change or a product that reduces the discrepancy between global 
meaning and situational meaning, distress and negative affect are positively related to meaning 
making attempts. Several studies have shown a relationship between a product of meaning and 
reduced distress (Draucker, 1989; Keese et al. 2008; Koss & Figueredo, 2004) however to the 
author’s knowledge a causal relationship has not been established.   
Methodological Improvements 
Past studies that have examined the relationship between a product of meaning and 
distress have been retrospective and correlational. Such studies ask participants to retrospectively 
report whether or not they made meaning out of a past stressful event and then examine whether 
a product of meaning made relates to lower stress, distress, and other self-report adjustment 
measures (Draucker, 1989; Keese et al., 2008; Koss & Figueredo, 2004). The use of 
retrospective self-reports has been criticized for its credibility and accuracy (Paulhus & Vazire, 
2007). The meaning making literature has called for creative alternative approaches to self-report 
to test the model (Park, 2010).  
One previous study did manipulate stress to see if individuals who made meaning would 
report decreased stress (Mihara et al., 2020). Specifically results showed that from 27 university 
students the individuals who were higher in self-reported personal growth, which is one possible 
product of meaning making, reported lower perceived stress than a group low in personal growth 
after completing the TSST. Other products that can be obtained from meaning making such as 
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finding a positive, and acceptance of the stressor and their relationship to adjustment can be 
examined in casual way to support the retrospective self-report research.  
Virtual TSST 
During a global health pandemic such as COVID-19, virtual versions of experiments may 
be utilized when in-person data collection cannot happen. During the pandemic, virtual 
interviews and other social interactions have become increasingly prevalent (Jones, & 
Abdelfattah, 2020). The same judgment of social value and risk to loss of self-esteem that 
happens in a face-to-face interaction can happen over an electronic interview. Virtual versions of 
the Trier Social Stress Test involving a computer screen and headphones have been shown to 
reliably produce a significant HPA axis acute stress response (Fallon et al., 2016). A pilot study 
used an electronic version of the TSST (E-TSST) to examine if a stress response could be 
elicited virtually over a video platform (Hawn et al., 2015). The E-TSST produced a significant 
physiological and self-reported stress response compared to the electronic control condition and 
subjective distress reported from the E-TSST was similar to the traditional TSST.  
The Current Study 
 The current study is designed to experimentally manipulate stress using the virtual TSST. 
It will be the first study to examine the causal links between the factors in the meaning-making 
model and will repeatedly measure different adjustment outcomes before and after the stress task 
at different time points to see when changes occur. 
The current study predicts that an acute psychological stressor such as a virtual version of 
the TSST will violate one’s global meaning, specifically violating global beliefs about control 
and global goals of social self-preservation such as self-esteem. Self-esteem and control beliefs 
should be significantly reduced after participants experience the TSST stressor in the 
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experimental group. Causality about stress causing a discrepancy between one’s global meaning 
and the situational meaning can be inferred because of the experimental design. Alternately, the 
control group who will not go through a stress task should not experience a discrepancy and 
should have consistent self-esteem and control beliefs before and after the non-stressful task. 
The current study also predicts that meanings made from the stressor will decrease 
subjective reports of stress and negative affect produced by the stressor and that it will increase 
positive affect that was originally decreased from the stress task. The TSST will produce 
increased negative affect and perceived stress and decreased positive affect compared to the 
control group. The stress that is produced by the TSST will lead to increased meaning making 
attempts compared to the control group who does not go through the stress task. Since the 
control group’s global meaning is not discrepant from their situational meaning, they will not 
experience increased negative affect and perceived stress and decreased positive affect and will 
not need to attempt to make meaning. If the participant successfully creates a new product of 
meaning made, it should lead to decreased perceived stress and negative affect and increased 
positive affect.  
Specific Hypotheses 
Hypothesis 1 
  In the experimental group, global meaning scores reported after the acute psychological 
stressor (G2) will be lower than the baseline global meaning scores (G1) (See figure 2). 
Specifically, self-esteem, personal control, interpersonal control, and socio-political control will 
be lower at G2 than G1 scores. In the control group, global meaning scores after the non-stressful 
task (G2) will not significantly differ from baseline global meaning sores (G1). Specifically, self-
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esteem, personal control, interpersonal control, and socio-political control will not differ at G1 or 
G2. 
Hypothesis 2 
In the experimental group, the virtual version of the TSST will produce increased reports 
of subjective stress compared to the control group that completes a non-stressful task.  
H2.1. In the experimental group, negative affect and perceived stress scores measured 
during the anticipatory/preparation period of the acute psychological stressor (T2) will increase 
from baseline negative affect and perceived stress scores (T1). Negative affect and perceived 
stress measured after the TSST tasks are completed (T3) will continue to increase from the 
anticipatory/preparation period (T2). Negative affect and perceived stress scores measured at the 
end of the experiment (T4) will not be significantly different from baseline (T1).  
Positive affect will decrease during the anticipatory/preparation period of the acute 
psychological stressor (T2) from baseline positive affect scores (T1). Positive affect (T3) will 
continue to decrease after the TSST tasks are completed from the preparation period (T2). 
Positive affect measured at the end of the experiment (T4) will not be significantly different from 
baseline (T1).  
H2.2. In the control group, negative affect, positive affect and perceived stress scores 
after the instruction period (T2), after the non-stressful task (T3), and at the end of the 
experiment (T4) will not significantly differ from baseline negative affect, positive affect and 
perceived stress scores (T1).  
Hypothesis 3 
The experimental group will have significantly higher scores on the positive subscales of 
the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (indicating more meaning making attempts) 
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than the control group and will report a product of meaning made more often than the control 
group.  
Hypothesis 4 
The experimental group will report increased perceived stress and negative affect from 
time 2 to time 3. This relationship will be moderated by a report of meaning being made. The 
experimental group will report decreased positive affect from time 2 to time 3. This relationship 
will be moderated by a report of meaning being made. Those who report a product of meaning 
made will have decreased perceived stress and negative affect and increased positive affect. The 
control group will not have increased perceived stress and positive and negative affect from time 
2 to time 3. There will be no products of meanings made in the control group. 
Methods 
Participants 
Participants were recruited through Rhode Island College’s Introduction to Psychology 
participant pool, and through posting a recruitment flyer to groups and pages on social media 
platforms. Participants in Rhode Island College’s Introduction to Psychology participant pool 
received course credit and one ticket entered into a lottery to be randomly drawn to win an 
Amazon gift card. Participants recruited that were not in this course received two tickets entered 
into a lottery to be randomly drawn to win an Amazon gift card. There were three random 
drawings. The first was for a $50 Amazon gift card and the following two were for $25 Amazon 
gift cards.  
A total of 40 participants were recruited for the present study. The 40 participants were 
randomly assigned to either the experimental group or the control group with 20 participants in 
each group. Participants were excluded if they were under the age of 18, did not speak English, 
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or did not have access to web camera, a microphone, and access to a computer with Zoom Video 
Communications. Participants ranged in age from 18-82 years old (M = 30.85, SD = 15.903, Mdn 
= 25) and 67.5% of the sample identified as female. A majority of the sample was White (60%) 
and the majority of participant’s highest level of education is High School (40%) and the second 
highest levels are Bachelor’s degree (22.5%) and Master’s or professional degree (22.5%).  
Materials 
Experimental Manipulation 
Experimental Condition’s Trier Social Stress Task. A modified version of the Trier 
Social Stress Task was conducted virtually over Zoom Video Communications (Kirschbaum et 
al., 1993). The Trier Social Stress Task is a motivated performance task that elicits a stress 
response in social evaluative situations. It consists of a short preparation period followed by a 
free speech task and a mental arithmetic task in front of a researcher while being video recorded. 
Lastly there is a recovery period. 
Control Condition’s Reading. Participants read chapter 10.1 Wave Basics in an 
introduction to oceanography textbook (Webb, 2019).  
Self- Report Measures 
Demographics. Participants responded to a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix A) 
at the beginning of the survey. Items collected information on participants’ age, gender 
identification, educational level, and ethnicity.  
Global Meaning. Two types of global meaning were assessed: control beliefs and self-
esteem. Control beliefs were measured by the Spheres of Control Scale-3 (Paulhus, 1990). This 
is a 30 item Likert-type scale with three spheres of control subscales: personal achievement 
control, interpersonal relations control, and socio-political world control. These subscales will be 
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three distinct control beliefs scores. Sample questions include, “I can usually achieve what I want 
if I work hard for it,” and “Most of what happens in my career is beyond my control.” Response 
options range from 1 (disagree) to 4 (neutral) to 7 (agree). Higher scores indicate higher beliefs 
of perceived control on each of the three subscales. Typical alpha reliabilities for the subscales 
are .75-.80 (Paulhus, 1983). The alpha reliability obtained from the current sample for personal 
control was .614, interpersonal control was .765, and socio-political control was .581. 
Self-esteem was measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979). This 
is a 10 item Likert-type scale. Sample questions include, “On the whole, I am satisfied with 
myself,” and “I wish I could have more respect for myself.” Response options range from 1 
(Strongly agree), 2 (agree), 3 (disagree) to 4 (Strongly disagree). Higher scores indicate higher 
self-esteem. Typical alpha reliability is shown to be .92, indicating excellent internal consistency. 
The alpha reliability obtained from the current sample was .892. 
Meaning Made. Meaning made was assessed by one author developed question that 
assessed finding a positive from a stressful situation, which is one outcome that can be made in 
the meaning making process. The question is, “Even if doing a public speaking task was 
stressful, do you believe that practicing your speech and interview skills today helps you for 
interviews or public speaking engagements in the future?”. Response options include “yes” or 
“no, this is not applicable”. A “yes” response will indicate meaning being made. A “no, this is 
not applicable” response will indicate that meaning was not made.  
Meaning Making Attempts. Meaning-making attempts were measured using five 
subscales from the Cognitive Emotional Regulation Questionnaire Short Form (CERQ-short; 
Garnefski, & Kraaij, 2006). This is an 18-item questionnaire that captures emotional coping 
strategies when people experience stressful life experiences. The scale has 9 sub-dimensions: 
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self-blame, other-blame, rumination, catastrophizing, putting into perspective, positive 
refocusing, positive reappraisal, self-acceptance, and refocus on planning. To measure meaning 
making attempts, the self-acceptance, positive refocusing, refocus on planning, positive 
reappraisal, and putting into perspective subscales will be used because they are the positive and 
more effective cognitive emotional regulation strategies. Both cognitive and emotional 
processing are important in meaning making (Park, 2010). The participants in the experimental 
group were instructed to state how they thought in the following manner while giving the speech 
they just gave to the interviewer. The participants in the control group were instructed to state 
how they thought in the following manner while reading the text they just read to the 
interviewer. Sample questions include, “I feel that I am the one who is responsible for what has 
happened,” and “I think that I cannot change anything about it.” Items are measured on a 5-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). Higher scores on each subscale 
indicate a higher degree of meaning making attempts for the particular strategy used. Typical 
alpha reliability scores are .70 and, in many cases, even over .80.  The alpha reliability scores 
obtained from this sample are .753 for self-acceptance, .849 for positive refocusing, .739 for 
refocus on planning, .840 for positive reappraisal, and .756 for putting into perspective.  
Perceived Stress. perceived stress was measured using the Stress Visual Analogue Scale 
(Stress VAS; Lesage et al., 2012). This 1 item scale asks participants to rate how stressed they 
feel in the present moment by sliding the indicator on the scale. The Stress VAS is a 10-point 
sliding scale. The endpoints are labeled with “none” (0) and “as bad as it could be” (10). Higher 
scores indicate higher perceived stress.  
Positive and Negative Affect. Positive and negative affect was assessed using the 
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988). This consists of two 10 
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item scales. One scale for positive affect and the other scale for negative affect. Participants will 
rate how they are feeling in the moment. Sample positive affect items include, “enthusiastic,” 
“excited,” and “inspired.” Sample negative affect items include, “nervous,” “jittery,” and 
“irritable.” Response options include 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (Extremely). Greater 
negative affect will be measured by higher scores on the negative affect schedule. Greater 
positive affect will be measured by higher scores on the positive affect schedule. Typical alpha 
coefficients range from .83 to .90 for positive affect, and from .85 to .90 for negative affect 
(Watson, & Clark, 1999). The alpha coefficients obtained for the current sample are .91 for 
positive affect and .874 for negative affect. 
Design 
The current study utilized a two group (Experimental group v. Control group) between-
subjects experimental design. Participants were randomly assigned to either the experimental 
group where acute psychological stress will be induced through the virtual Trier Social Stress 
Task or to a control group where no psychological stress will be induced. In this study, the two 
groups are the independent variables. Difference scores (T3-T2) in global meaning, meaning 
making attempts, meanings made, positive and negative affect, and perceived stress are the 
dependent variables.  
Procedure 
 Participants signed up for a one-hour appointment to complete the experiment over Zoom 
Video Communications (See figure 2). As participants signed up, they were randomly assigned 
to either the experimental or control condition. The participant was then emailed a password 
protected secure Zoom link to join the meeting. During the Zoom meeting, the researcher went 
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over the informed consent form (see Appendix B) and the study procedure with the participant. 
The participant then read and electronically signed the informed consent form. 
An anonymous Qualtrics Survey Software link was sent over the chat box in the Zoom 
meeting. Participants were either sent a link to the experimental questionnaire or a link to the 
control questionnaire depending on which condition they were randomly assigned to. The 
questionnaires were the same for the experimental group and the control group except for the 
task instructions and task preparation. The researcher and the participant turned off their cameras 
and muted their microphones while the participant was taking the first questionnaire to give the 
participant privacy. The questionnaire included demographic questions, global meaning 
measures (G1), perceived stress, and positive and negative affect measures (T1). The 
questionnaire then let the participant know if the participant had been assigned to the 
experimental task or the control task. The participants where then allowed five minutes to 
prepare for their task. When the five minutes ended, they were allowed to continue with the 
questionnaire to answer more questions about perceived stress and positive and negative affect 
(T2). The questionnaire then instructed the participant to let the researcher know that they were 
done with the questionnaire by unmuting their microphone. The researcher then turned on their 
camera and unmuted their microphone to go over the task.  
The researcher then had the participant perform the experimental or control task 
depending on what the participant had randomly been assigned to. After the task was performed, 
the participant was asked to answer questions about positive and negative affect, and perceived 
stress (T3) and then to take the final questionnaire (G2 and T4). The researcher and the 
participant turned off their cameras and muted their microphones while the participant was 
taking the questionnaire to give the participant privacy. The questionnaire included questions 
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about meaning making attempts, meanings made, global meaning (G2), positive and negative 
affect, and perceived stress (T4). The questionnaire then instructed the participant to let the 
researcher know that they were done with the questionnaire by unmuting their microphone. The 
researcher then turned on their camera and unmuted their microphone to debrief (see Appendix 
C) the participant about the study.  
Experimental Group. The questionnaire given to participants randomly assigned to the 
experimental group contained self-report measures that asked participants demographic 
information, and questions about global meaning (G1), perceived stress, and positive and 
negative affect (T1). The questionnaire then instructed the participant that they were to take the 
role of a job applicant who was invited for a personal interview with the company’s manager for 
their ideal job. They were told that after preparing for five minutes, they will have five minutes 
to introduce themselves to the manager and convince the manager that they are a perfect fit for 
the job position over Zoom. They were told that their interview speech will be evaluated for its 
believability and convincingness. They were told that they would be recorded during the 
interview speech and that the video would be reviewed later.  
Qualtrics then provided a timed survey question that has a text box where participants can 
take notes to prepare for their interview speech. The question had a five-minute countdown clock 
so the participant could see how much time left they had to prepare. After five minutes the 
preparation question and all of the notes they typed disappeared. The participant then took a 
perceived stress and positive and negative affect questionnaire (T2). The questionnaire then 
instructed the participant to let the researcher know that they were done with the questionnaire 
by unmuting their microphone. The researcher then turned on their camera and unmuted their 
microphone.  
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The researcher was seated at a desk in front of the web camera. The researcher began 
recording the Zoom meeting through Zoom and reminded the participant that the meeting 
recording had started. The researcher asked the participant to “please begin” their interview 
speech for the next five minutes. The researcher then started a five-minute timer with an alarm. 
The researcher made mildly negative non-verbal gestures, such as shaking their head, pursing 
their lips, shrugging their shoulders, and occasionally, took down notes on a clipboard. The 
participant was allowed to talk uninterrupted for as long as possible. If the participant finished 
the interview speech before the five minutes was up, the researcher said, “You still have some 
time left. Please continue!” If the participant ran out of things to say a few times the researcher 
waited a full 10 seconds then asked a prompted interview questions such as, “why do you think 
you are better than other applicants?”  If the participant only talked about their qualifications or 
work history the researcher said, “We know your qualifications quite well-please talk about your 
personality.” When the five-minute timer went off the researcher said, “Thank you, your time is 
up.”  
The participant was then told that they would have to complete a second task. The 
participant was not told about this task beforehand. They were asked to count backwards from 
2043 in steps of 13 as fast and as precise as they could. On every failed attempt, the participant 
was asked to restart from 2043. The researcher started a five-minute timer and instructed the 
participant to begin. When the timer went of the researcher said, “Thank you, your time is up” 
and instructed them to finish taking the questionnaire. The researcher turned off the video 
recorder.  
The participant was able to mute their microphone and turn off their camera while 
finishing the last questionnaire. The researcher also turned off their camera and muted their 
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microphone until the participant noted to the researcher that they were done with the 
questionnaire. The participant answered questions about positive and negative affect, perceived 
stress (T3), meaning making attempts, meanings made, and global meaning (G2). Participants 
took approximately fifteen minutes to answer the G2 questionnaire before participants were 
asked about positive and negative affect, and perceived stress a final time (T4). The participant 
was then instructed to go back to the Zoom meeting and let the researcher know they were done 
with the questionnaire. The researcher then debriefed the participant about the study.  
Control Group. The questionnaire given to participants randomly assigned to the control 
group contained the same self-report measures that were given to the experimental group except 
for the task instructions. The participants were asked to give demographic information, and 
answer questions about global meaning (G1), perceived stress, and positive and negative affect 
(T1). The questionnaire then informed the participant that they would have to read a text out loud 
to the researcher for five minutes as a type of personality test for a trait called extraversion.  
The participant then took a perceived stress and positive and negative affect questionnaire 
(T2). The questionnaire then instructed the participant to let the researcher know that they were 
done with the questionnaire by unmuting their microphone. The researcher then turned on their 
camera and unmuted their microphone.  
The researcher was seated at a desk in front of the web camera. The following tasks were 
not recorded. The researcher shared their screen with the participant allowing them to see the 
text. The researcher asked the participant to “please begin” reading the text out loud for the next 
five minutes. The researcher then started a five-minute timer with an alarm. The researcher 
remained neutral while the participant was reading. When the five-minute timer went off the 
researcher said, “Thank you, your time is up.”  
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The participant was then told that they would have to complete a second task. They were 
asked to count backwards from 2000 in steps of 10 as fast and as precise as they could. On every 
failed attempt, the participant was not asked to restart. The researcher started a five-minute timer 
and instructed the participant to begin. When the timer went of the researcher said, “Thank you, 
your time is up” and instructed them to finish taking the questionnaire.  
The participant was able to mute their microphone and turn off their camera while 
finishing the last questionnaire. The researcher also turned off their camera and muted their 
microphone until the participant noted to the researcher that they were done with the 
questionnaire. The participant answered questions about positive and negative affect, perceived 
stress (T3), meaning making attempts, meanings made, and global meaning (G2). Lastly the 
participants were asked about positive and negative affect, and perceived stress a final time (T4). 
The participant was then instructed to go back to the Zoom meeting and to let the researcher 




 Sociodemographic characteristics for participants as a whole and in each condition are 
reported in Table 1. To assess if there were any participant differences across experimental 
conditions a series of independent sample t-tests were conducted. Results are reported in Table 2. 
Results indicated that participants did not differ across conditions based on demographic 
characteristics of gender identity, educational level, and ethnicity. Participants in the 
experimental group reported being younger in age than the control group.  
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 To examine basic relationships between study variables, bivariate correlations were 
conducted. To see how all of the variables are related to each other, please see Table 3 for all 
correlations among study variables. Overall, the differences scores (T3-T2) for stress related 
variables positively correlated with each other and with negative affect, indicating that change in 
stress and negative affect tended to arise together. Additionally, many of the meaning-making 
attempt variables were positively correlated indicating that some participants used several of the 
positive cognitive emotional regulation strategies at the same time.  
Hypothesis 1. Several independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine if there 
were any differences in global meaning scores between the experimental group and the control 
group. All G1 and G2 global meaning scores did not significantly differ between the 
experimental group and the control group except G1 socio-political control. G1 socio-political 
control did significantly differ between the experimental group and the control group. Such that 
G1 socio-political control was higher in the control group than the experimental group. To see 
how all of the variables differ between each condition, please see Table 2. 
Several paired samples t-tests were conducted to examine whether the global meaning 
scores of personal control, interpersonal control, socio-political control and self-esteem measured 
at G2 differed from scores measured at G1 within the experimental group (See Table 4). 
Contrary to the hypothesis, none of the global meaning scores significantly reduced at G2. G2 
personal control did not significantly differ from G1 personal control in the experimental group. 
G2 interpersonal control did not significantly differ from G2 interpersonal control in the 
experimental group. G2 socio-political control did not significantly differ from G1 socio-political 
control scores in the experimental group. G2 self-esteem did not significantly differ from G1 
self-esteem scores in the experimental group. 
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Several paired samples t-test were conducted to examine whether personal control, 
interpersonal control, socio-political control and self-esteem measured at G2 differed from scores 
measured at G1 within the control group (see Table 5). All these findings do not support 
hypothesis 1. In support of the hypothesis, G2 personal control did not significantly differ from 
G1 personal control in the control group. Contrary to the hypothesis, G2 interpersonal control did 
significantly differ from G1 interpersonal control in the control group. In support of the 
hypothesis, socio-political control measured at G2 did not significantly differ from G1 socio-
political control in the control group. Supporting the hypothesis, self-esteem measured at G2 did 
not significantly differ from G1 self-esteem scores in the control group. 
Hypothesis 2. Several independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine if there 
were any differences between self-reported stress, positive affect and negative affect in the 
experimental condition and the control condition. Perceived stress, positive affect and negative 
affect measured at T1, T2, T3, and T4 did not significantly differ between the experimental 
condition and the control condition (See table 3).  
All repeated measures ANOVAs for the experimental group are reported in Table 7 and 
all repeated measures ANOVAs for the control group are reported in Table 8. A repeated 
measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of the experimental condition on self-
reported stress reported during baseline (T1), an anticipatory period (T2), after the stressful task 
(T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). Contrary to the hypothesis, there was not a 
significant effect of self-reported stress. A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to 
compare the effect of the control condition on self-reported stress reported during baseline (T1), 
an anticipatory period (T2), after the stressful task (T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). 
Supporting the hypothesis, there was not a significant effect of self-reported stress. 
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Although the ANOVA did not indicate any significant changes in stress, several paired 
samples t-tests were still conducted to examine if there were any marginally significant 
differences between different time points of perceived stress in the experimental group. As 
hypothesized, perceived stress increased at T3 (M = 2.54, SD = .63) compared to T1 (M = 2.32, 
SD = .58) in the experimental condition, although it was only marginally significant (t(15) = -
1.78, p = .09).  In the control condition, no significant differences in perceived stress were 
reported for any of the time points.  
A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of the experimental 
condition on positive affect reported during baseline (T1), an anticipatory period (T2), after the 
stressful task (T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). Supporting the hypothesis, there was a 
significant effect of positive affect. A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the 
effect of the control condition on positive affect reported during baseline (T1), an anticipatory 
period (T2), after the stressful task (T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). Supporting the 
hypothesis, there was not a significant effect of positive affect. 
In the experimental condition, several paired samples t-tests were used to make post hoc 
comparisons between different time points of positive affect. T3 positive affect reported after the 
task was significantly different from T2 positive affect reported at the anticipatory phase in the 
experimental condition. T1 baseline positive affect was significantly different from T4 positive 
affect measured at the end of the experiment in the experimental condition. T2 positive affect 
reported during the anticipatory phase significantly different than T4 positive affect measured at 
the end of the experiment in the experimental condition. These results suggest that the 
experimental condition did have an effect on positive affect. Specifically results suggest that as 
hypothesized, positive affect was lower after the stressful task was completed (T3) and decreased 
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even more at the end of the experiment (T4). Contrary to the hypothesis, positive affect did not 
decrease while anticipating and preparing for the stress task (T2) from baseline positive affect 
(T1). Positive affect at any time period did not significantly differ in the control group. Full 
results are presented in Table 6. 
A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of the experimental 
condition on negative affect reported during baseline (T1), an anticipatory period (T2), after the 
stressful task (T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). Contrary to the hypothesis, there was 
no significant effect of negative affect. A repeated measures ANOVA was conducted to compare 
the effect of the control condition on negative affect reported during baseline (T1), an 
anticipatory period (T2), after the stressful task (T3), and at the end of the experiment (T4). In 
support of the hypothesis, there was no significant effect of negative effect.  
Although the ANOVA did not indicate any significant changes in negative affect, several 
paired samples t-tests were still conducted to examine if there were any marginally significant 
differences between different time points of negative affect in the experimental group. Negative 
affect after the task was completed at T3 was significantly different than at T4, the end of the 
experiment (t(18) = -2.60, p = .02). Supporting the hypothesis, T3 negative affect after the stress 
task (M = 18.42, SD = 10.63) was higher than T4 negative affect reported at the end of the 
experiment (M = 16.36, SD = 10.03). In the control group, negative affect did not significantly 
differ at any time period. 
Hypothesis 3. Several independent samples t-tests were used to examine differences on 
scores on the positive subscales of the Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (indicating 
meaning making attempts) in the control group and the experimental group (see Table 3). There 
were marginally significant differences between the control group and the experimental group on 
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self-acceptance scores. Contrary to the hypothesis, the experimental group had lower self-
acceptance scores than the control group. There was a marginally significant difference between 
the control group and the experimental group on positive refocusing scores. Contrary to the 
hypothesis, the experimental group had lower positive refocusing scores than the control group. 
There were marginally significant differences between the control group and the experimental 
group on putting into perspective scores. Contrary to the hypothesis, the experimental group had 
lower putting into perspective scores than the control group. There were no significant 
differences between the control group and the experimental group on refocus planning scores, 
positive reappraisal scores.  
A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the relationship between a 
product of meanings made and the condition. The relationship between these variables was 
significant (X2(1, N = 39) = 7.46, p = .006). Supporting the hypothesis, the experimental group 
(100%) was more likely than the control group (65%) to report a product of meaning made.  
Hypothesis 4. A product of meaning made was examined as a moderator of the 
relationship between the condition (experimental group vs. the control group) and the difference 
between T3 and T2 negative affect (see Table 9). To test this moderation hypothesis, a two-way 
ANOVA was used. There was no statistically significant interaction between the condition and a 
product of meaning made on the negative affect difference score. Contrary to the hypothesis, 
meaning making did not moderate the relationship between the condition (experimental group 
vs. control group) and negative affect (see Figure 3).  
A product of meaning made was examined as a moderator of the relationship between the 
condition (experimental group vs. the control group) and the difference between T3 and T2 
positive affect (See Table 10). To test this moderation hypothesis, a two-way ANOVA was used. 
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There was no statistically significant interaction between the condition and a product of meaning 
made on the positive affect difference score. Contrary to the hypothesis, meaning making did not 
moderate the relationship between the condition (experimental group vs. control group) and 
positive affect (See Figure 5). 
A product of meaning made was examined as a moderator of the relationship between the 
condition (experimental group vs. the control group) and the difference between T3 and T2 
perceived stress (see Table 11). To test this moderation hypothesis, a two-way ANOVA was 
used. There was no statistically significant interaction between the condition and a product of 
meaning made on the perceived stress difference score. Contrary to the hypothesis, meaning 
making did not moderate the relationship between the condition (experimental group vs. control 
group) and perceived stress (see Figure 4). 
Although the moderation hypotheses were not supported, the slopes of the figures tend to 
go in the hypothesized direction. For example, in Figure 3, the people who made a meaning 
making product in the control condition have lower negative affect than those who did not report 
a product of meaning made. In Figure 5, people who have a meaning making product in the 
control group have higher positive affect than people who do not have a meaning making 
product. These results support the hypothesis. However, in Figure 4, people who have a meaning 
making product in the control group have higher perceived stress than those who do not have a 
product of meaning in contrary to the hypothesis. 
Discussion 
Hypothesis 1 
The current study aimed to investigate if an acute psychological stressor would influence 
one’s global meaning structure. Specifically, that the experimental groups global meaning scores 
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on self-esteem and beliefs about control reported after the stress task (G1) would be lower than 
baseline global meaning scores (G2). While in the control group, global meaning scores would 
not change from baseline (G1) to scores reported after the non-stressful task (G2).  The results 
did not support the hypothesis. In the experimental group beliefs about personal control, 
interpersonal control, and socio-political control, and self-esteem did not change after the acute 
psychological stressor. Results supported the hypothesis that control beliefs regarding personal 
and socio-political control and self-esteem would not change from baseline (G1) to after the non-
stressful task (G2) in the control group. However, contrary to the hypothesis control beliefs 
regarding interpersonal control decreased from scores reported at baseline (G1) to scores 
reported after the non-stressful activity (G2) in the control group.  
It is possible that the acute psychological stressor was not appraised as threatening and 
uncontrollable. If the situational meaning of the event is not threatening enough it may not be 
seen as discrepant from one’s global meaning system. Park et al, (2010) suggests that events that 
are traumatic are the type of stressors that cannot be integrated with one’s preexisting global meaning 
structure. Janoff-Bullman also suggests that people try to conserve and maintain their existing global 
beliefs and goals rather than change them (2010). Only after a great deal of contradictory evidence 
would it be enough to provoke change of our fundamental assumptions. Typical or more ordinary 
events people experience compared to events that are more unexpected, such as trauma, do not 
change global beliefs. People have experienced giving speeches or doing math often. So, while these 
tasks may have been stressful, these events are not completely unexpected like a traumatic event 
would be. Therefore, the TSST is an acute stressor and may not have been unexpected or traumatic 
enough to violate one’s global meaning structure.  
The virtual version of the TSST may not have been as stressful as the typical version of the 
TSST due to differences in the procedure. For example, the typical TSST procedure involves the 
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researcher going over the study procedure and then separate actors play the role of the evaluators 
during the stressful task. Playing both rolls (the researcher and the evaluator) for this virtual version 
of the TSST may have made the stressful task less stressful because the researcher was already 
familiar to the participant. Another departure from the typical TSST procedure is that there are 
usually three evaluators present during the stressful task. Due to COVID-19 social distancing 
restrictions the virtual version of the TSST conducted in the present study only utilized one 
evaluator. A panel may be seen as more threatening than a sole evaluator. The typical TSST also has 
participants stand in front of a microphone in front of the three evaluators while the current study was 
not able to have participants stand in front of a microphone. Participants were able to sit over Zoom 
in a room that was familiar to them. This may be less threatening than standing in an unfamiliar room 
in front of a microphone. Participants may be comfortable talking to a stranger over Zoom because of 
the increase in the use of Zoom during the COVID-19 pandemic. The differences between the typical 
TSST procedure and the virtual version of the TSST the current study utilized may have affected the 
validity of the TSST in inducing a stress response.  
 It is also possible that the stressful task may still have violated beliefs about control and self-
esteem, but that by the time the stressful task was over they were able to make meaning out of the 
situation before the global beliefs were measured. Even if the task did violate global beliefs, lower 
scores may not be reported for those beliefs. Just because something violates one’s beliefs does 
not mean that they immediately change/lower their beliefs. Furthermore, some people may have 
already had low self-esteem or beliefs about control and the stressful experience would not affect 
or change them because their baseline beliefs are already low.  
Contrary to the hypothesis, interpersonal control decreased in the control group.  While 
the control task was intended to be neutral, it may have been less neutral than intended. Comfort 
level of using Zoom and reading a college level textbook with oceanography jargon to a stranger 
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could lead to decreased feelings of interpersonal control. The participants were also told they 
were being evaluated on how extraverted they were just as the experimental group was, which 
may have also affected interpersonal control scores.  
Hypothesis 2 
The current study also aimed to investigate whether a virtual version of the TSST could 
produce increased perceived stress and negative affect and decreased positive affect compared to 
a control group. Results did not support this hypothesis. Negative affect and perceived stress did 
not increase because of the virtual TSST. However, positive affect did significantly change 
because of the TSST. Positive affect was the same at T1 and T2, but the decreased at T3 and 
continued to decrease even lower at T4. This supports the hypothesis that positive affect would 
decrease from the stressful task. Post hoc analysis did reveal that perceived stress marginally 
increased from T3 compared to T1 in the experimental condition. Additionally, negative affect in 
the experimental condition was marginally higher at T3 after the task was completed than at T4, 
the end of the experiment. 
One possible reason the virtual version of the TSST did not produce increased perceived 
stress or increased negative affect could be because of the time point that those variables were 
measured. Participants completed the task over Zoom and then had to switch their Internet tab to 
get to the questionnaire to report their stress level and mood levels. By the time the participants 
got to report their stress levels, they could have already recovered from the task. It has been 
found that participants rate lower perceived stress after the completion of the task than during the 
task suggesting that they are already recovering from the stressor (Campbell & Elhert, 2012). 
Campbell and Elhert (2012) recommend measuring subjective reports of stress and mood either 
during the stressful task or immediately after the stressful task. Future research involving a 
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virtual version of the TSST should consider measuring subjective measures during and 
immediately after the task.  
Traditionally the TSST produces a robust physiological stress response. The current study 
was unable to examine physiological measures such as cortisol, heart rate variability, or a 
galvanic skin response due to having to collect data remotely because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Continuously monitoring heart rate or electrodermal activity would provide faster 
information about a stress response than subjective measures of stress. Also, subjective measures 
of stress and their relationship with the TSST have been inconsistent and the emotional response 
may be too weak to capture (Campbell & Ehlert, 2012). So, while the virtual version of the TSST 
may not have produced increased perceived stress, there may still have been a physiological 
stress response that was not measured. Future research should examine the virtual version of the 
TSST using physiological biomarkers.  
Hypothesis 3 
The current study also aimed to investigate if the stressful task would produce a meaning 
making product and meaning making attempts. Results did not support this hypothesis. The 
group that completed the stressful task did not report more meaning making attempts than the 
control group. Self-acceptance, positive refocusing, and putting into perspective were almost 
statistically higher for the control group than the experimental group. This finding is the opposite 
of what was hypothesized. Perhaps the problem was that both the experimental group and control 
group were both stressed, and both were being socially judged. As discussed earlier the control 
group may not have been as neutral as was intended. Since the control group stressor was milder, 
participants may have been able to use these coping strategies more than the experimental 
condition. Additionally, perhaps the CERQ questionnaire was not the most valid way to measure 
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meaning-making attempts. By giving participants a range of coping options to choose from, they 
may have been influenced to indicate they were using these strategies even if mentally they did 
not really use these strategies until they were prompted. Perhaps one could use open ended 
survey questions rather than present the attempts this way, so then participants are not given 
ideas and they just report what they actually did.  
Results did support the hypothesis that the experimental group was more likely to report a 
product of meaning made than the control group. In fact, every participant in the experimental 
group reported a product of meaning made. Although contrary to the hypothesis, some 
participants in the control group reported that they had a product of meaning made. This could be 
due to the control group not being neutral. If the control group was perceived as stressful then a 
product of meaning could be made. This could also be due to the way that the product of 
meaning making was measured. Finding a positive is one way that people can make meaning. 
However, finding a positive out of a situation can be made even if participants are not stressed. 
Therefore, finding a positive may not be actually measuring a product of meaning making.  
Hypothesis 4 
The current study also aimed to investigate if the experimental group would report 
increased perceived stress and negative affect and decreased positive affect from the anticipatory 
phase (T2) to after the stressful task was completed (T3) and that the increased report of 
perceived stress and negative affect and that the decrease in positive affect would be lessened 
when a meaning making product occurred. The results did not support this hypothesis. Meaning 
making did not moderate the relationship between a stressful situation and the report of 
perceived stress, negative affect, and positive affect. The experimental group only reported that 
they made a product of meaning. So, if people did not indicate that they did not make meaning 
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out of the situation, exploring a meaning making product as a moderator cannot be explored. 
While it was hypothesized that the experimental group would report more meaning making 
products than the control group, the lack of variability was not expected. People often want to 
report positive behavioral changes when there is little to no evidence of actual behavior changes 
(Frazier et al., 2009). So, while a product of meaning making may not have actually occurred 
participants will often report the positive perception. 
Although the moderation hypotheses were not supported, the slopes of the figures tend to 
go in the hypothesized direction. For example, in Figure 3, the people who made a meaning 
making product in the control condition have lower negative affect than those who did not report 
a product of meaning made. In Figure 5, people who have a meaning making product in the 
control group have higher positive affect than people who do not have a meaning making 
product. This is what would be excepted from people who make meaning. However, in Figure 4, 
people who have a meaning making product in the control group have higher perceived stress 
than those who do not have a product of meaning. This is not in the hypothesized direction. 
Perhaps this suggests that stress and a meaning made can co-occur although this goes against 
past research.  
Limitations 
Although the current research used an experimental design it is not without limitations. 
The study was completed online, and participants could have been distracted while completing 
the study. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic could present a historical threat, possibly 
resulting in the sample feeling more stressed and overwhelmed than usual, thus increasing 
increased perceived stress and the dependent variables than what would have been observed 
without a global pandemic. Additionally, the current research relied on self-reports, and 
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participants could have inflated responses by responding with preference toward finding a 
positive meaning to present themselves in a more socially desirable way, rather than their 
responses indicating an actual meaning made. Additionally, those who have experienced trauma 
often experience difficulties with feeling in control, trusting strangers, and generally feeling 
secure. Therefore, it is possible that participants in the current sample with more extensive 
histories of adversity may have felt distress in the context of the experimental manipulation, 
which was not assessed. 
The collected sample was not representative in relation to demographic characteristics 
such as the sample was mostly white, mostly female, and mostly high school graduates. 
Additionally, the experimental group reported that they were much younger in age than the 
control group. Differences in individuals are important concerning the TSST as stress responses 
widely vary among individuals (Birkett, 2011). Differences that have been found to affect the 
stress response include age, sex, resilience, childhood abuse, and personality traits. As such, the 
current results may not be generalizable to the population and individual differences may have 
affected results.  
A potential limitation is that the virtual version of the TSST may not have been as 
stressful as the typical version of the TSST due to differences in the procedure. Playing both rolls 
(the researcher and the evaluator) for this virtual version of the TSST may have made the 
stressful task less stressful because the researcher was already familiar to the participant. 
Participants were able to sit over Zoom in a room that was familiar to them rather than stand in 
front of a microphone. Also, participants were only evaluated by one person rather than three 
people. The differences between the typical TSST procedure and the virtual version of the TSST 
the current study utilized may have affected the validity of the TSST in inducing a stress 
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response. Another limitation is that the control condition could have also been a moderately 
stressful situation in which participants did not have control and were being socially judged. 
Comfort level of using Zoom and reading a college level textbook with oceanography jargon to a 
stranger could affect results. One person indicated that they had a reading disability and that they 
were stressed while reading the text. A larger sample would make some of these outliers less 
influential.  
Contributions and Future Directions 
While having limitations, the current study also made significant contributions to the 
existing literature. The present study offers a novel approach of using an experimental design to 
examine if stress disrupts one’s global meaning structure, and whether a product of reporting 
meaning made from a stressor reduces negative psychological reports in addition to testing a 
virtual version of the TSST. A majority of the previous literature has used retrospective self-
report to examine global meaning and products of meanings made, and the TSST has often been 
done in a laboratory.  
Future research could examine reports of perceived stress and negative and positive affect 
either during or immediately after the TSST is conducted virtually instead of a delayed measure. 
In addition to the subjective measures, physiological measures should be examined with a virtual 
version of the TSST. Salivary cortisol samples could be mailed to participants to measure 
physiological stress virtually. Heart rate could be monitored by sending participants heart rate 
monitors to use during the experiment. The addition of physiological measures and more 
measurements of perceived stress could provide more information about the stress response 
during a virtual TSST.  
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The current study did not find that an acute psychological stressor actually reduced 
people’s global beliefs about control and global goals of self-esteem. While the meaning making 
model is usually applied to traumatic events, the present study sought to investigate how global 
beliefs and global goals are affected by acute stress. The reason why events are appraised as 
stressful is because they are discrepant from our global beliefs. While an acute stressor is not as 
discrepant from one’s global meaning structure as a traumatic event, stress should still be 
discrepant or else a situation would not be appraised as stressful. However, the smaller the 
discrepancy between global meaning and situational meaning, the less distress occurs. Acute 
stress could present less of a discrepancy than traumatic events and therefore one would be able 
to make meaning much quicker than a traumatic event. The degree of events stressfulness and 
how that fits into the meaning making model needs to be further studied. Future research could 
also choose to use a different psychological stressor than the TSST to examine whether global 
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Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants  
Demographic characteristics Experimental Control Full sample 
n % n % n % 
Gender       
 Female 11  45 16  80 27 67.5 
 Male 9 55 4 20 13 32.5 
Highest educational level       
 Some High school 1 5 2 10 3 7.5 
 High school 11 55 5 25 16 40 
 Bachelor’s degree 5 25 4 20 9 22.5 
    Master’s or professional 
degree 
2 10 7 35 9 22.5 
    Doctorate or higher 1 5 2 10 3 7.5 
Ethnicity       
 White 8 40 16 80 24 61.5 
 Black or African-American 3 15 0 0 3 7.5 
 Latino or Hispanic 5 25 2 10 7 15.0 
 Asian 2 10 1 5 3 7.5 
 Middle Eastern 1 5 0 0 1 2.5 
    Multiracial 1 5 1 5 2 5 
Note. N = 40 (n = 20 for each condition). Participants were on average 30.8 years old (SD = 
15.9), and participant age did significantly differ by condition. 
  




Results of Differences across Groups  
Logistic parameter Experimental Control t(38) p 
M SD M SD 
Gender 1.55 .51 1.80 .41 -1.70 .09 
Age 25.4 6.20 36.3 20.44 -2.28 .03 
Personal control G1 52.85 6.84 53.00 7.33 -.06 .94 
Interpersonal control G1 47.05 8.04 49.25 9.90 -.77 .44 
Socio-political control G1 37.65 6.45 43.90 6.71 -3.01 .005 
Self-esteem G1 21.65 5.98 19.25 4.12 1.47 .15 
Personal control G2 52.50 8.29 53.42 6.91 -.37 .70 
Interpersonal control G2 46.45 8.72 48.73 10.26 -.75 .45 
Socio-political control G2 38.55 6.50 43.05 8.97 -1.80 .08 
Self-esteem G2 21.85 5.93 19.73 4.39 1.25 .21 
Perceived stress T1 3.83 2.40 4.10 2.62 -.32   .74 
Perceived stress T2 4.68 2.28 4.15 2.69 .64 .52 
Perceived stress T3 4.64 2.54 4.05 2.41 .70 .48 
Perceived stress T4 4.00 2.40 3.66 2.47 .41 .68 
Positive affect T1 31.05 8.59 33.20 9.41 -.75 .45 
Positive affect T2 32.50 8.91 33.75 11.16 -.39 .69 
Positive affect T3 28.15 9.70 31.21 9.87 -.96 .34 
Positive affect T4 27.45 9.71 32.52 11.26 -1.50 .14 
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Table 2 continued 
Results of Differences across Groups  
Logistic parameter Experimental Control t(38) p 
M SD M SD 
Negative affect T1 17.00 7.56 14.60 5.12 1.17 .24 
Negative affect T2 17.90 7.78 14.15 5.94 1.71 .09 
Negative affect T3 18.42 10.63 13.94 4.12 1.71 .09 
Negative affect T4  16.40 9.76 12.78 3.04 1.54 .13 
Self-acceptance 15.63 3.04 17.42 2.83 -1.87 .06 
Positive refocusing 14.73 3.33 16.63 3.32 -1.75 .08 
Refocus planning 15.63 3.21 16.73 2.49 -1.18 .24 
Positive reappraisal 16.20 3.10 17.15 2.13 -1.05 .29 








Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Study Variables 
 
Note: † indicates p<.10; * indicates significance at the p<.05 level; ** indicates significance at the p<.01 level. a Gender was coded 
1=Men, 2=Women; b All measures are measures taken the first time at T1 or G1
Making Sense of Stress                                                                                                                  47 
Table 4 
Results of Within Subject Differences for Global Meaning in the Experimental Group 
Logistic parameter G1 G2 t(19) p 
M SD M SD 
Personal control 52.85 6.84 52.50 8.29 .36 .71 
Interpersonal control  47.05 8.04 46.45 8.72 .44 .66 
Socio-political control 37.65 6.45 38.55 6.50 -.75 .45 
Self-esteem  21.65 5.98 21.85 5.93 -.36 .71 
 
Table 5 
Results of Within Subject Differences for Global Meaning in the Control Group 
Logistic parameter G1 G2 t(18) p 
M SD M SD 
Personal control 53.15 7.50 53.42 6.91 -.30 .76 
Impersonal control  49.84 9.81 48.73 10.26 2.31 .66 
Socio-political control 44.05 6.85 43.05 8.97 .98 .33 
Self-esteem   19.00 4.08 19.73 4.39 -1.73 .10 




Results of Within Subject Differences for Negative Affect in the Experimental Group 
Pair M SD T(19) p 
Pair 1   -3.35 .01 
   T3 PA 28.16 9.70   
   T2 PA 32.74 9.09   
Pair 2   2.66 .02 
   T1 PA 31.05 8.59   
   T4 PA  27.45 9.72   
Pair 3   3.52 .01 
   T2 PA 32.50 8.91   
   T4 PA 27.45 9.71   
  




Repeated Measures One-Way Analyses of Variance on Stress and Affect Variables in the 
Experimental Condition 
Measure MS df F p Green-house Geisser Wilks’ Lambda 
Negative affect 14.82 3 2.25 .12 24.43 .70 
Positive affect 105.86 3 3.84 .03 170.55 .58 
Perceived stress 2.56 3 2.31 .12 7.68 .65 
Nervousness .02 5 1.18 .38 .78 .82 
Error .27 16     
  





Repeated Measures One-Way Analyses of Variance on Stress and Affect Variables in the Control 
Condition 
Measure MS df F p Green-house Geisser Wilks’ Lambda 
Negative affect 5.73 3 2.39 .10 10.30 .69 
Positive affect 23.45 3 1.23 .33 70.36 .81 
Perceived stress .48 3 1.22 .33 .83 .80 
Error .57 16     
Note: The interactions are "0" since there was no variability in the experimental condition 
Table 9 
Moderator Analysis: Condition and Meanings Made on Negative Affect Difference Score (T3-
T2) 
Variable  B 95% CI  SE B  F  p  
Model    .057  .944 
Condition 
   
  
 
          Experimental .474  -1.62, 2.57      1.30 
  
          Control .968 -1.29, 3.22 1.11   
Meaning Made      
           Yes .621 -1.02, 2.26 .812   
           No 1.16 -2.57, 4.90 1.84   
Note: The interactions are "0" since there was no variability in the experimental condition 
 
  




Moderator Analysis: Condition and Meanings Made on Positive Affect Difference Score (T3-T2) 
Variable  B 95% CI  SE B  F  p  
Model    1.27  .292 
Condition       
          Experimental -4.57  -7.93, -
1.22  
1.65   
          Control -3.21 -6.81, .396 1.77   
Meaning Made      
           Yes -2.75 -5.38, -
.120 
1.29   
           No -5.50 -11.46, 
.468 
2.94   
Note: The interactions are "0" since there was no variability in the experimental condition 
 
Table 11 
Moderator Analysis: Condition and Meanings Made on Perceived Stress Difference Score (T3-
T2) 
Variable  B 95% CI  SE B  F  p  
Model    .346  .710 
Condition 
   
  
 
          Experimental -.176  -.884, .531      .347 
  
          Control .042 -.687, .771 .358   
Meaning Made      
           Yes .037 -.513, .586 .270   
           No -.167 -1.35, 1.02 .584   
Note: The interactions are "0" since there was no variability in the experimental condition 
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Figure 1  
The Meaning-Making Mode, Reprint of Park (2010)
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Figure 2  












Moderation Effect of Experimental Condition on Negative Affect Difference Score (T3-T2) by 
Meanings Made  
  




Moderation Effect of Experimental Condition on Perceived Stress Difference Score (T3-T2) by 









Moderation Effect of Experimental Condition on Positive Affect Difference Score (T3-T2) by 
Meanings Made 
   






Q1 What is your age? _________________________________________________ 




Q3 What is the highest degree or level of education you have completed? 
• Some high school   
• High school   
• Bachelor's degree   
• Master's or professional 
• Doctorate or higher   
Q4 Please specify your ethnicity 
• White 
• Black or African-American 
• Latino or Hispanic 
• Asian 
• Native American 
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Spheres of Control Scale 
 
Write a number from 1 to 7 to indicate how much you agree with each statement. 
 
1        2        3        4        5        6        7 
/        /        /        /        /        /        / 
Disagree                  Neutral                      Agree 
 
 
____ 1.  I can usually achieve what I want if I work hard for it. 
 
____ 2.  In my personal relationships, the other person usually has more control than I do. 
 
____ 3.  By taking an active part in political and social affairs, we the people can influence world 
events. 
 
____ 4.  Once I make plans, I am almost certain to make them work. 
 
____ 5.  I have no trouble making and keeping friends. 
 
____ 6.  The average citizen can have an influence on government decisions. 
 
____ 7.  I prefer games involving some luck over games requiring pure skill. 
 
____ 8.  I'm not good at guiding the course of a conversation with several others. 
 
____ 9.  It is difficult for us to have much control over the things politicians do in office. 
 
____ 10.  I can learn almost anything if I set my mind to it. 
 
____ 11.  I can usually develop a personal relationship with someone I find appealing. 
 
____ 12.  Bad economic conditions are caused by world events that are beyond our control. 
 
____ 13.  My major accomplishments are entirely due to my hard work and ability. 
 
____ 14.  I can usually steer a conversation toward the topics I want to talk about. 
 
____ 15.  With enough effort we can wipe out political corruption. 
 
____ 16.  I usually do not set goals because I have a hard time following through on them. 
 
____ 17.  When I need assistance with something, I often find it difficult to get others to help. 
 
____ 18.  One of the major reasons we have wars is because people don't take enough interest in 
politics. 




____ 19.  Bad luck has sometimes prevented me from achieving things. 
 
____ 20.  If there's someone I want to meet, I can usually arrange it. 
 
____ 21.  There is nothing we, as consumers, can do to keep the cost of living from going higher. 
 
____ 22.  Almost anything is possible for me if I really want it. 
 
____ 23.  I often find it hard to get my point of view across to others. 
 
____ 24.  It is impossible to have any real influence over what big businesses do. 
 
____ 25.  Most of what happens in my career is beyond my control. 
 
____ 26.  In attempting to smooth over a disagreement, I sometimes make it worse. 
 
____ 27.  I prefer to concentrate my energy on other things rather than on solving the world's 
problems. 
 
____ 28.  I find it pointless to keep working on something that's too difficult for me. 
 
____ 29.  I find it easy to play an important part in most group situations. 
 
____ 30.  In the long run, we the voters are responsible for bad government on a national as well 
as a local level. 
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Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale 
 
Below is a list of statements dealing with your general feelings about yourself. Please indicate 
how strongly you agree or disagree with each statement. 
 
1. Strongly Agree 2. Agree 3. Disagree 4. Strongly Disagree 
 
1. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. 
 
2. At times I think I am no good at all. 
 
3. I feel that I have a number of good qualities. 
 
4. I am able to do things as well as most other people. 
 
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. 
 
6. I certainly feel useless at times.  
 
7. I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others. 
 
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself.  
 
9. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  
 







Stress Visual Analogue Scale 
 
Indicate how stressed you feel in the present moment by sliding the indicator below.  
        (None)          (As bad as it could be) 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Stress 
level   
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Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 
Indicate the extent that you feel this way right now. 





or not at all 
(1) 
A little (2) 
Moderately 
(3) 
Quite a bit 
(4) 
Extremely (5) 
Interested  o  o  o  o  o  
Distressed  o  o  o  o  o  
Excited o  o  o  o  o  
Upset o  o  o  o  o  
Strong o  o  o  o  o  
Guilty o  o  o  o  o  
Scared o  o  o  o  o  
Hostile o  o  o  o  o  
Enthusiastic o  o  o  o  o  
Proud o  o  o  o  o  
Irritable  o  o  o  o  o  
Alert o  o  o  o  o  
Ashamed o  o  o  o  o  
Inspired o  o  o  o  o  
Nervous o  o  o  o  o  
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Determined o  o  o  o  o  
Attentive  o  o  o  o  o  
Jittery o  o  o  o  o  
Active o  o  o  o  o  
Afraid o  o  o  o  o  
 
  




 We will now assess how outgoing, gregarious, and comfortable you are in situations in 
which you must project yourself as an expert. This is a type of personality test for a trait called 
extraversion. Please read the hypothetical scenario below. 
You have applied to your ideal job. You have dreamed about working in this job for as 
many years as you can remember. After submitting your application, you have been invited for 
an interview. You are competing against many other candidates. The final selection will be made 
based on your ability to convince the evaluator of how your experiences, abilities, and education 
make you a better candidate than the others. You will try to convince the evaluator that you are 
the best candidate for the position. The evaluator is specially trained to monitor and rate your 
speech for its believability and convincingness. They will compare your performance to that of 
the others who perform this task. You will be videotaped during the task, so our trained research 
team can later go over the videotape carefully and rate the contents of you speech and your 
nonverbal behavior. 
You will fill out two more questionnaires and then you will be provided with a space to 
prepare your speech for the interview by taking notes for five minutes. Then you will go back to 
the Zoom meeting to give your speech to the interviewer. 
TSST Preparation 
Use the space below to prepare for your job interview speech. You will have five minutes to use 
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Cognitive Emotion Regulation Short Form 
 














Q1 I think that I have to accept what happened and how it went 
 
Q2 I think that I have to accept the situation and how well I did 
 
Q3 I think that I cannot change anything about how it went 
 
Q4 I think that I must learn to live with the outcome 
 
Q5 I can think of nicer things than what I just experienced 
 
Q6 I can think of pleasant things that have nothing to do with the interview 
 
Q7 I can think of something nice instead of what happened 
 
Q8 I can think about pleasant experiences 
 
Q9 I can think of what I can do best going forward 
 
Q10 I can think about how I can best cope with the situation if I feel stressed 
 
Q11 I can think about how to change the situation 
 
Q12 I can think about a plan of what I can do best 
 
Q13 I think I can learn something from the situation 
 
Q14 I think that I can become a stronger person as a result of the situation 
 
Q15 I think that the situation has positive sides 
 
Q16 I can look for the positive sides to the matter 
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Q17 I think that it could have been much worse 
 
Q18 I think that other people go through much worse experiences 
 
Q19 I think that it hasn't been too bad compared to other things 
 




1. Even if giving the interview speech was stressful, do you believe that practicing your speech 
and interview skills today helps you for interviews in the future?  
o Yes   











Rhode Island College 
Finding Meaning from Stress 
This research is being conducted by Kristen Petagna, a graduate student in the Psychology 
Department at Rhode Island College under the supervision of Dr. Kymberlee O’Brien. The study 
will take approximately 60 minutes to complete. We are examining social stress and how 
someone can find meaning from stress. You are being asked to participate because you are 18 
years of age or older. You must have access to Zoom 
 
Why this Study is Being Done (Purpose(s) 
We are interested in how stress may change and to assess how outgoing, gregarious, and 
comfortable you are in situations in which you must project yourself as an expert. 
  
What You Will Have to Do (Procedures) 
•      You will be asked to join a secure Zoom meeting with a researcher who is a student at 
Rhode Island College. 
•      You will be asked to complete surveys that usually take about 10-15 minutes over Qualtrics. 
A link to the survey will be sent to you on the Zoom chat. The researcher will turn off their 
camera and mute their microphone while you take the surveys. The surveys ask you questions 
about your mood, stress level, self-esteem, and feelings of control. When you complete the 
surveys, you can let the researcher know you are done, and the researcher will turn their camera 
on and unmute their microphone to go over the next part of the study. 
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•      After completing the surveys, we will ask you to either speak for 5 minutes, like a job 
interview, with the researcher or read a text for 10 minutes. The researcher will evaluate your 
interview and will take notes. This is recorded so that we can later assess your talk. This is 
destroyed after viewing. 
•      We will ask you to complete more surveys that usually take about 10-15 minutes over 
Qualtrics. Another link will be sent to you over the Zoom chat. The researcher will turn off their 
camera and mute their microphone while you take the surveys. The surveys ask you questions 
about your mood, stress level, self-esteem, feelings of control, meaning making attempts, and 
meanings made. When you complete the surveys, you can let the researcher know you are done, 
and the researcher will turn their camera on and unmute their microphone to debrief you about 
the study. 
  
Risks or Discomforts 
There are psycho-emotional risks associated with this study. For example, you may experience 
negative feelings or mild stress related to speaking at length about a topic. We ask that you 
please let us know if anything ever feels too stressful. We are studying acute stress, and some of 
the tasks may be challenging. Please tell the researcher if this ever seems too distressing. If this 
occurs, we encourage you to speak with the researcher about the surveys and feelings they may 
have brought up. We will end any tasks immediately to avoid any negative feelings if they arise. 
We do not expect the study to be more upsetting than a normal amount of stress-and acute stress 
is a primary measure in this study. If you have lingering bad feelings later, after the end of the 
study, there are additional counseling resources for you on and off campus listed at the end of 
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this document. Please note that services in the community may have a fee associated that will 
need to be paid by you. Only RIC students can use RIC counseling services.  
  
Benefits of Being in the Study 
There are no direct benefits to you. 
  
Incentives 
You will be given course credit if you are a Rhode Island College psychology student in an 
introductory to psychology class and will receive one ticket entered into a lottery to win an 
Amazon gift card and if you are not a student in the Introduction to Psychology class at Rhode 
Island College you will receive two tickets entered into the lottery to win an Amazon gift card. 
There will be three drawings. The first personal randomly drawn will win a $50 Amazon gift 
card. The second two people drawn will each receive a $25 dollar Amazon gift card.  
 
Deciding Whether to Be in the Study 
Now that you know about the study, you can decide whether you want to continue and 
participate. Being in the study is your choice to make. Nobody can force you to be in the 
study.  Even during the study, if something is unacceptable to you, please tell us immediately so 
that we can either correct the problem or stop the experiment. Please understand that your 
participation in the research is voluntary and that you are free to withdraw your consent and stop 
participation in the research at any time without any penalties. If you know now that you do not 
want to continue, please tell the researcher. 
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How Your Information will be Protected 
Because this is a research study, results will be summarized across all participants and shared in 
reports that we publish and presentations that we give. Your name will not be used in any 
reports. We will take several steps to protect the information you give us so that you cannot be 
identified. Instead of using your name, your information will be given a code number. The only 
time I would have to share information from the study is if it is subpoenaed by a court, or if you 
are suspected of harming yourself or others, then I would have to report it to the suitable 
authorities. In addition, if there are problems with the study, the records may be viewed by the 
Rhode Island College review board responsible for protecting the rights and safety of people who 
participate in research. The information will be kept for a minimum of three years after the study 
is over, after which it will be destroyed. 
  
Who to Contact 
You can ask any questions you have now. If you have any questions later, you can contact 
Kristen Petagna at kpetagna_7859@email.ric.edu or Dr. Kymberlee O’Brien at kobrien@ric.edu. 
If you think you were treated badly in this study, have complaints, or would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher about your rights or safety as a research participant, please 
contact the IRB Chair at IRB@ric.edu. 
If you have lingering bad feelings later, after the end of the study and speaking with the 




If you are a RIC Student and feel distressed, please call the 24/7 Rhode Island College HOPE 
line: 
(401) 456-HOPE (4673).  




RIC Counseling Center: Browne Hall, Suite 100, (401) 456-8094 
  
RIC Health Services – Primary care health services for students at RIC, (401) 456-8055 
  
On and Off campus: 
  
Learning for Life – Connects students to peer advocates as well as other on-campus and off-
campus resources, (401) 456-6320 
  
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
800.273.TALK(8255) 
  
Please note that if you need immediate support, please dial 911 and proceed to your local 
emergency room. 
  
You can print a copy of this form to keep.  
  
I agree to be video recorded for the study: Yes________ No___________ 
Statement of Consent 
I have read and understood the information above. I am choosing to be in the study Finding 
Meaning from Stress. I can change my mind and quit at any time, and I do not have to give a 
reason. I have been given answers to the questions I asked, or I will contact the researcher with 
any questions that come up later. I am at least 18 years of age.   
 
I consent to participate in this study: Yes________ No_________ 
  




Experimenter Debriefing Script: Finding Meaning from Stress 
Thank you for participating in our study! How Did You Just Help Us Out? 
In order to get natural responses from participants we don't fully explain what we are 
studying until the experiment is over. However, before I tell you more about the study, I’d like to 
gauge your initial reactions. What do you think was the point of the study? [to get a sense of what 
their overall impression is. Talk with the participant about what they experienced and how they are 
feeling. In particular, pay attention to any distress or negative responses; also probe for awareness 
of the study questions, that is, did they have an accurate guess on the point of the study.] 
Let me tell more about the study: We are looking at how finding meaning from stress can 
influence mental health and possibly even change one’s beliefs. Individuals are usually very good 
at preparing for an upcoming stressor, such as giving a speech, which is partly why we are vague 
on this point. We are assessing natural responses to acute stress in the hopes that we can better 
understand how social stressors- that are very real for most people-might influence their mood. 
Most people have a fear of public speaking and we are interested in measuring natural responses 
to stress, which is why we couldn’t tell you about the speech or math task ahead of time. The video 
we recorded will not be used and will be deleted immediately. 
It is very important for you to know that the evaluator in this study is a student member of 
our research team. Their behavior and comments throughout all aspects of the experiment 
were scripted. This means that in no way was their behavior a reflection of you, what they 
thought of you, or your performance. They are trained research assistants in our lab and are 
trained to make negative gestures while you are giving the speech. It is very normal to feel acute 
stress when being evaluated and while receiving little social feedback or negative feedback or to 
Making Sense of Stress                                                                                                                  73 
 
 
feel that you did not perform at your best. I can assure you that you did a great job and these tasks 
are intended to be challenging. 
As for your data, your name and address will not be connected in any way with your data. 
However, even at this point, you have the right to withdraw your participation and not 
permit us to use your data. Remember that no personally identifiable information will ever be 
associated with your data. In addition, all analyses of the data will be aggregated. We look at whole 
groups, not individual data.  
You did a great job! Do you have any questions? Do you feel okay to leave? Thank you 
for your help in keeping things confidential - we really appreciate it! 
If you are upset after completing the study and would like to talk to someone, you can use 
these resources:  
• Crisis Text Line: Text CONNECT to 741741 
• NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness) Helpline: Call 1-(800)-950-6284 or email 
info@nami.org  
• Psychology Today Find a Therapist: psychologytoday.com/us/therapists 
• If you are a RIC Student and feel distressed, please call the 24/7 Rhode Island College HOPE 
line: (401) 456-HOPE (4673).  
• RIC Counseling Center: Browne Hall, Suite 100, (401) 456-8094 
• RIC Health Services – Primary care health services for students at RIC, (401) 456-8055 
 
• On and Off campus: 
 
• Learning for Life – Connects students to peer advocates as well as other on-campus and off-
campus resources, (401) 456-6320 
 
 
